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Abstract 
Assessment for Learning (AFL) is important in education and it is one aspect of the process in competency assessment. The 
implementation of the Competency Based Assessment (CBA) in vocational schools requires teachers to practice Assessment for 
Learning. The purpose of the study was to investigate the practice of Assessment for Learning (AFL) among vocational teachers 
and to identify the factors that led to such practice. This paper presents the findings obtained from 554 teachers in 20 Vocational 
schools found in Peninsular Malaysia and describes the experiences of students who used portfolios to promote AFL. The data 
were generated using questionnaire and interviews. The study revealed that a majority of vocational teachers did practice AFL. 
Besides, the teachers also shared all the challenges faced during the implementation of the AFL. Multiple regression analysis of 
the data showed that among the four factors listed, the influence of attitude was a significant predictor for this practice. 
Furthermore, focus must be directed towards the attitudes among the teachers as far as the practice of the assessment is 
concerned, so that the required shift that is needed to produce excellent human capital is sustained.  
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1. Introduction 
The Malaysian Ministry of Education has introduced a method of assessment called the Competency Based 
Education (CBE) by using a Modular System. Since vocational education has been introduced in Malaysia, linear 
assessments have been carried out to evaluate the achievements of students and since 2006, the students who choose 
to embark on vocational education in secondary schools have been evaluated based on CBE and the curriculum is 
designed with a Modular System (MOE, 2007). Table 1 shows the differences between conventional assessment and 
competency-based assessment. The modular approach in this sense requires a competency-based assessment.  
Competency assessment is an accepted evaluation method that suits the present learning theories (Higgins, Hartley, 
& Skelton, 2002). One of the tools of competency assessment is portfolios. Portfolios have been used for evidence 
gathering and assessment in other parts of the world since the introduction of Competency Based Assessment 
(CBA). A portfolio approach to evidence collection involves the collection of a variety of evidence of competence 
into a structured format for assessment. Evidence is collected by the learner (usually into a file), indexed, and 
mapped to the performance criteria, ranging in statements, critical evidence, and underpinning knowledge of the 
qualification (Davies, & Le Mahieu, 2003). 
 
Table 1: The Differences between Conventional Assessment & CBA 
Conventional Assessment 
(1986-2005) 
Competency-Based Assessment 
(2006 until now) 
Comprehensive/overall assessment Assessment based on each unit of the module of the subject 
- Using Portfolio 
Norm-referenced test Criteria on-referenced test 
System Centred Student Centred  
Non-flexible Flexible 
Assessment of Learning (to assess the students at the end of 
the lesson) 
Assessment for Learning (to assess students continuously to 
enhance learning) 
SPMV SPM and Modular Certificate 
SPMV - Graded   SPM - Graded 
Modular Certificate - Competent /     
Not Competent 
 
Source: Technical & Vocational Curriculum Development Department (2007), and Examination Board, Malaysian Ministry of Education (2008). 
 
2. Assessment Practice in TVET 
Assessment usually has more than one purpose and many interested parties. Assessment provides information 
that can help improve students’ learning and help teachers in teaching. Hill (2008) defines the role of assessment in 
a similar way, but with an emphasis on students reaching their potential: ‘The role of classroom assessment is to 
improve students’ learning and teachers’ teaching in order to ensure that students reach their individual potential…’ 
(p. 136). Teachers, therefore, generally understand that assessment is integral to teaching. It has been believed that 
assessment is linked to the teacher-student relationship and occurs within this relationship. 
The vocational education and training have experienced a change in the emphasis from curriculum content to 
outcomes or competencies. There is a general agreement that at a minimum, competency assessment should clearly 
define the purpose of the assessment; use appropriate methods to gather evidence of competence; interpret the 
evidence against the competency standards; make a judgment to infer competence; and record and report the 
outcomes of the assessment to key stakeholders (Gillis & Griffin, 2008). Within each step in this assessment and 
reporting process, evidence is a crucial element. The central importance of evidence is portrayed in the following 
flow chart (Fig 1). 
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Fig 1: The assessment and reporting process: The importance of evidence. 
 
The flow chart illustrates the central position that evidence has within the assessment and reporting process. The 
purpose of the assessment and the stakeholders’ identified in the reporting requirements will define the type of 
evidence that needs to be collected, which, in turn, influences how assessors use and interpret the information to 
make judgment.  
 
2.1 The Assessment for Learning concept  
 
AFL can be broadly defined as practices that emphasize more formative dimensions of assessment, tighter 
connections between learning outcomes and teaching activities, greater student involvement in self-assessment, 
increasing student independence and enhanced teacher responsibility for ensuring all students learn. Furthermore, 
AFL also involves the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by students and their teachers to decide 
where the students are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get there (ARG, 2002; David. et al. 
,2010).  
 
Assessment for Learning helps teachers to identify students’ level of achievement. Teachers would be able to 
evaluate students immediately as students demonstrate their knowledge and skills during the assessment process. 
According to (ARG, 2002), Assessment for Learning provides teachers with the opportunity to evaluate how well 
the students have learnt and how effective were the teaching methods. As such, teachers should possess as much 
knowledge as possible, especially pertaining to the concept and the implementation policy. According to (Shepard, 
2000), teachers should be able to integrate assessment and teaching to make the teaching process more interesting 
and to enhance the students’ learning outcome. A teacher who is knowledgeable about the assessment would 
internalize a belief in the system. They would subsequently display positive attitude and would be willing to 
implement the concept. 
 
Besides, Assessment for Learning is the process to give students the opportunity learnt and inform the students 
of their progress to empower them to take the necessary action to improve their performance. Teachers need to 
create and provide opportunities for all students in which students can progress at their own pace and perform 
strengthening activities where necessary. In recent findings revealed, it has been noted that AFL strategies should be 
implemented in a way that quality feedback given to students based on the ability of individual students to refer to 
the standard criteria rather than student achievement. Hence, AFL strategies should be implemented in such a way 
that quality feedback is provided to learners based on, for example, an interim assessment decision, which will help 
to challenge the more able learner to reach new levels of achievement and, in doing so, reach their full potential. The 
individuality of feedback, by its very nature, has the facility to support weaker learners and challenge more able 
learners (Cheryl, 2005).  
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3.   Methodology 
The samples of the study were based on the random selection of teachers who were directly involved in CBA. A 
total of 554 Vocational teachers from 20 Vocational schools in Peninsular Malaysia was chosen as the samples for 
this study. Descriptive and inferential   data were analysed using SPSS Version 20.0. Meanwhile, the data retrieved 
from interviews were managed using ATLAS t.i. 
 
4.   Findings and Discussion 
The total number of respondents (Teachers) was 554. There were 334 male respondents (60.3%) and 220 of them 
were female (39.7%). The total number of Malay vocational teachers was 523 (94.4%), Chinese 11 (2%), Indian 2 
(0.4%), and others 18 (3.2%). The respondents were between 26 and 55 years old. The focus group participants 
involved 20 students (Form 5) from a vocational school. 
 
4.1 Teachers practice Assessment for Learning (AfL) 
 
The descriptive results are shown in Table 2. Overall, the vocational teachers practiced AFL through the 
assessment process through the implementation of CBA. The teachers used mastery learning, conducted training and 
learning with reference to students’ abilities, considered students’ prior learning to support learning progress, and 
provided opportunities for students to use equipment to complete their tasks. 
 
The implementation of CBA is very concerned about the continued assessment of the individual student. The 
teacher assessed the students during the teaching and learning process. The teachers conducted assessments when 
the students were ready to be assessed and focused on individual assessment (mean = 4.13). There were two types of 
evidence: evident product, and evident process. During CBA, the teachers identified and collected various evidence 
that was relevant to the criteria (mean = 4.14), got the evidence processed by observing, and kept the evidence 
product for scoring. The teachers also had evidence process, while the students performed tasks and evidence 
product as the students completed their assignments.  
 
The teachers also allowed the students who were competent in a module to perform the next task, and as for 
the students who were incompetent, they repeated the activities until they achieved competency (mean = 4:20). The 
teachers also constantly provided feedback on the students’ achievement during the learning process (mean = 4:31). 
This good practice needs to be highlighted by the teacher in the assessment process because it can improve the 
quality of student learning during the learning process. 
 
Table 2: Descriptive Analysis (Assessment Process) 
No Item Mean SD 
 Teachers…   
9.1 have been using mastery-learning approach. 3.78 0.876 
9.2 conduct training by referring to the students’ abilities through individual activity. 3.97 0.785 
9.3 conduct learning by referring to students’ abilities through individual activity. 3.97 0.763 
9.4 conduct learning by referring to students’ abilities through group activity. 3.98 0.796 
9.5 consider students’ prior learning to support learning progress. 4.05 0.699 
9.6 provide opportunities for students to use equipment to complete task. 4.20 0.713 
9.7 have been using formative assessment approach to improve students’ learning. 4.10 0.709 
9.8 conduct assessments of cognitive achievement in early learning. 3.90 0.863 
9.9 conduct assessment of psychomotor achievement in early learning. 3.88 0.884 
9.10 conduct assessments of affective achievement in early learning. 3.92 0.798 
9.11 conduct assessments based on the contents of a module. 4.22 0.670 
9.12 conduct continuous assessment throughout the learning process of a module. 4.17 0.754 
9.13 conduct assessments when students are ready to be assessed. 4.13 0.804 
9.14 conduct assessments that focus on individual assessments. 4.21 0.755 
9.15 
9.16 
collect various evidence that is relevant to criteria. 
demonstrate the standard criteria that must be achieved by students 
4.14 
4.12 
0.740 
0.715 
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9.17 allow students who have been competent to continue to the next task. 4.16 0.835 
9.18 collect various evident that can reflect students’ performance. 4.17 0.774 
9.19 
9.20 
 
allow incompetent students to repeat until they achieve competency. 
provide effective feedback on assessment decisions so that learners know how to improve. 
4.20 
4.31 
 
0.803 
0.748 
 
    
 
The result showed that the teachers practiced AFL effectively with the interpretation of a high mean (mean = 
3.7 to 4.31) during the implementation of CBA in the secondary vocational schools. Besides, the current findings are 
consistent with (Mohd Nordin, 2011), as the teachers and the administrators claimed that the Competency 
Assessment among the vocational teachers (Agriculture) had been effectively implemented, as required by the 
curriculum. Furthermore, the results from the interview with the teachers and the administrators found that the 
assessments had been performed very well by the students and they were able to assess the level of students’ 
competency, especially the students who participated in the implementation of practical work during the teaching 
and learning process. 
 
4.2 Factors that influenced the Practice of Assessment for Learning (AFL) 
 
Stepwise regression analysis was used to identify the influences of knowledge, skill, training, and attitudes to 
AFL practice. Table 2 shows that attitude contributed 23.1% (Beta = 0.398, t = 9675, sig = 0.000, and R2 = 0231), 
while infrastructure contributed 3.5% (Beta = 0.178, t = 4611, sig = 0.000, and R2 = 0.266), and teachers’ 
knowledge contributed 0.7% (Beta = 0.089, t = 2.151, sig = 0.032, and R2 = 0273). 
 
The results indicated that the dimensions of the influence of attitude, infrastructure, and teachers' knowledge had 
been significant variance predictors for AFL. This illustrates that the most significant factor had been the teachers’ 
attitude that influenced AFL. 
 
  Table 3: Multiple Regression Analysis 
Variables B Std. 
Error 
Beta t Sig. R2  (%) 
Attitude 0.063 0.007 0.398 9.675 0.000 0.231 23.1 
infrastructure 0.197 0.043 0.178 4.611 0.000 0.266 3.5 
Knowledge 0.008 0.004 0.089 2.151 0.032 0.273 0.7 
Constant 1.310 0.208  6.312 0.000   
 
Hence, the results from this study indicated that in general, the teachers' attitudes influenced the practice of AFL. 
In addition, [4] suggested that teachers’ attitude and willingness to implement School Based Assessment (SBA) are 
unpredictable despite having the necessary beliefs. A lot of time and effort would be required in order to see positive 
changes in teachers’ attitude and willingness to implement holistic assessment. The findings are consistent with 
(Salmiah, Ramlah, Ab. Rahim, & Abdullah, 2013) as the Pearson Correlation showed that there is a relationship 
between interest and attitudes towards mathematics teaching experience for Year One. This study was carried out to 
identify that aspects of teachers’ readiness, interest, attitude, and mastery of knowledge and skills in implementing 
the Primary School Curriculum Standard (KSSR). 
 
 
4.3 Students’ Experience using portfolios to promote AFL 
 
On the other hand, the students commented that the use of portfolio in their learning had been consistently 
positive. They liked the fact that portfolio let them know their strengths and weaknesses. In fact, the most commonly 
cited advantage of portfolios was to help students get involved in the evaluation of their own learning.  
 
From the focus group interview, based on students’ experience, the majority of the students positively enjoyed 
keeping portfolio, felt motivated to learn, and felt more independent. The students also noted that with portfolio 
works, they had better relationship with their teachers and friends. They also realised their responsibility for their 
own learning and they contributed actively in their learning. They liked the fact that the portfolio let them know the 
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“direction” when they were able to assess themselves with their own works, they were able to follow their academic 
growth, and they were able to accurately explain their strengths and weaknesses. However, there was a similar point 
of view as most of the students mentioned that it took too much of their time to prepare the portfolio. 
 
Some students admitted that it took too much time to prepare the portfolio. They expressed, “Sometimes I felt 
that I needed more time to prepare the materials and the contents for the portfolio”. Shortly, they expressed that the 
use of portfolio was prominent in learning, but it was time consuming. Hence, due to time constraint, honestly, they 
shared their work with each other. This is the weakest part of the student assessment process. Students also 
indirectly mentioned that the use of portfolio during assessment process could provide some advantages to promote 
AFL: 
 
i) Checking their Work 
 
Not surprisingly, the students reported doing a lot of informal self-assessment in compiling the portfolio:  “I  
realised my responsibilities for my own learning because I was able to self-assess my own work”. More 
surprisingly, the students claimed that they would act on their informal self-assessment by revising: “If I assess  in 
that way, I can find my own weaknesses and if I don’t do that well, I will try and correct it. It’s like getting another 
chance.” In other words, portfolio preparation procedures helped students to attain a level whereby they can easily 
assess their own progress of learning. 
 
ii) Better, and Fairer Grades 
 
On top of that, the students claimed that portfolio “made you do better”. One of the students said, “It was our 
own fault if we didn’t get good grades because the teachers have already told us what they wanted to see.” The 
students also agreed that portfolio represented a fair grade: “When I receive a grade, it tells exactly what I need or 
what I lack in”. Another strategy used by the researcher to encourage students’ reflection by enquiring the feedback 
or comments related to the given grades led the students to talk about their work and their potential to earn higher 
grades. Some of them suggested withholding the grades altogether until they have read the comments (Taras, 2003).  
 
According to (Hattie & Timperley, 2007) on the impact of feedback, feedback has the potential to provide a 
significant effect on students’ learning achievement. However, this potential is strongly related to the quality of the 
feedback and, unsurprisingly, [13] note that the most improvement in student learning takes place when students got 
“information feedback about a task and how to do it more effectively”, and this is clearly related to the learning 
goals (p.84).  In contrast, the impact of feedback on learning achievement is low when feedback is focused on 
“praise, rewards, and punishment”. Besides, [12] also assert that feedback is more effective when it addresses 
achievable goals and when it does not carry “high threats to self-esteem” (p.86). 
 
iii) Improve in quality of work 
 
One of the students felt that having portfolio offered him an opportunity to make sure that they had more quality 
work to turn in: “I think my project has improved a lot better when the teachers tell me that I have to improve the 
quality of my product.” Most surprisingly, the student felt that they received instant feedback from their teachers 
and friends to correct their mistakes: “When preparing portfolio, I had the chance to correct and improve my work 
with my teachers and my friends.” That showed that the students attributed the improvement in their work to 
knowing what was counted as high quality for assignments or projects.  
 
Falchikov (2001) further distinguishes these related terms about  feedback  in Peer Assessment (PA), whereby 
members of a class grade the work or performance of their peers using relevant criteria, as students engage in 
reflective criticism of the work or performance of other students using previously identified criteria, and supply 
feedback to them. PA also promotes students to learn with and from each other, normally within the same class or 
cohort (pp. 2–3). 
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The advantages from the PA promote students to develop high levels of responsibility and to focus on learning 
itself. PA also provides the learners a context where they can observe the role of their teachers and understand the 
nature of assessment (Hanrahan & Issacs, 2001); Hargreaves, 2005). 
  
 
4.4   The Biggest Challenge to implement AFL 
 
During the implementation of competency assessment, most of the teachers complained of problems related to 
students’ attendance, lack of training, time constraint, heavy workload, and the poor facilities of workshop. The 
teachers expressed that, "The presence of students-Students who do not attend school will complicate the process of 
learning and assessment". "There is a systematic & 'paper work', for example, assessment forms should be filled & 
the assessment process becomes ineffective if students often play truant, and they had to complete the teacher 
assessment module within a very short time."  
 
Tan (2010) point towards the excessive workload issue. In addition, many teachers who are currently teaching 
Agricultural ILS in schools nationwide are non-agriculture option teachers. Chan & Gurnam (2012), who looked 
into the teachers’ practices in conducting SBA in a number of subjects, including ESL teachers at the lower 
secondary level, revealed similar findings.  
 
Despite many recommendations on issues related to excessive workload and non-option teachers, they are long 
overdue and are unresolved. It may be contributed by adverse emotions caused by heavy workload, especially as 
teachers are also required to perform clerical tasks, such as processing students’ marks, storing evidence and 
products, and producing certifications.  
 
5.  Conclusion 
 
Assessment is seen positively as a support of student learning, and in assisting the students to bridge the gap 
between their current achievement and their expected goal. AFL recognizes the influence that assessment has on 
motivation and self-esteem of students, and provides them with constructive feedback. Besides, AFL encourages 
active involvement of students in their learning and it depends on the teachers’ diagnostic skills to make it work.  
 
This practice is indeed important to the Vocational Education Transformation (VET) Program, which supports 
the national economic transformation agenda in churning out skilled and trained manpower. Actions should be taken 
to provide a new assessment that emphasizes on mastering knowledge, building intellectual capital, nurturing a 
culture of progressive attitude, and encouraging the practice of high virtues, ethics, and moral values.  
 
In this context, AFL had been found to be capable of evaluating students’ cognitive (intellectual), affective 
(emotional and mental), and psychomotor (physical) abilities, in line with the requirements of the National 
Education Philosophy. The students are no longer evaluated at the end of the year or at the end of a lesson. Instead, 
they are evaluated throughout the learning process. AFL practices in TVET contribute strongly to giving pupils a 
framework that empowers them to take charge of their learning, emphasizing that everyone has the potential to 
succeed, and encourage pupils to accept responsibility for their own development. 
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